Ruth Serwotka:      Hi, um, I'm Ruth Serwotka and I'm a founder, er, member of Woman's Place, UK. Um, so I'm a proud feminist, just to be very clear about that for anybody here who might wish to question that. 
                    And, um, so that I'm part of an organisation that campaigns to retain, um, the, er, Equality Act and the sex discrimination, erm ... [00:00:30] In ... Of the sex discrimination, erm, elements within the Equality Act, um, that have protected women as, erm, has just been said, but I am for, er, at last 13 years since the 70s.
                    Erm, and I ... What I think is really important that we all acknowledge, is that the people who are campaigning for the changes to the GRA, are actually the ones who are expecting changes to be taking place, erm, on, in, of the Equality Act. And to remove elements [00:01:00] of sex discrimination law. And the smoke screening that surrounds that around the kind of, the dialogue around, erm, saying anybody who is, erm, opposed to almost the discussion on changes around GRA, are those who are transphobic or bigoted, is absolutely wrong. Because it, it is only one group of people who are demanding that another group of people give up their rights, and that they should decide about it. That is what feminists are campaigning on, and what Woman's Place UK is [00:01:30] actually set up to, erm, start the discussion about.
                    Erm, so we set up this campaign, Woman's Place UK, erm, we set it up about September. Erm, so a group of friends was sat round a kitchen table, uh. Woman who were really concerned about the toxic abuse that was taking place. Erm, and, uh, of feminists who were trying to, uh, get across some of the issues that we wanted to discuss. 
                    Uh, and it's really clear, I think, that in six months, [00:02:00] uh ... A little more than that now, that we have had some impact. We've had these meetings all over, uh, the country. And the first one in Wales, but we've had other, uh, in England, and we've also been to Scotland. So we are making an impact. And I do think that when the other side is having, erm, an online campaign which has got hashtags such as hashtag nodebate. Basically saying that we are not allowed to have this discussion. That what we have proven here is actually, [00:02:30] uh, regardless of what tactics they use, is that there is a debate. And we will not be silenced. Erm, so I'm hoping that everybody here, uh, is clear about that. And I really, uh, want to welcome the fact that tonight we have pulled this meeting off regardless of the tactics.
                    I just wanted to, erm, mention that last six hours because I think [00:03:00] we shouldn't leave the room, yeah.
                    (laughing)

Audience:           (laughing)

Ruth Serwotka:      Erm, yeah. [crosstalk 00:03:04]
                    I know there's like a ... Erm, you know. Woman's Place UK have put these meetings on, uh, amidst of extreme, uh, tactics and a hostile briefings. Erm, chucked in our faces have been pulled. We've had new venues at the last minute. That's what's happened here tonight. Erm, but what I think has happened tonight is quite unique as well because we've had [00:03:30] a multinational hotel, uh, tweet about they will not tolerate bigotry. Which is ... Fair enough, erm, I have to say they've taken that tweet down which is probably better than wise.

Audience:           (laughing)

Ruth Serwotka:      Wow, barrister's been, erm, as concerned as we are about some of these issues. Erm, so that tweet has been deleted. But when that narrative is just so lazily adopted.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      [00:04:00] Without even a discussion.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      With Women's organisations about what is going on, it does tell actually what is behind this. It's not a real, erm, concern about equality. It is paying lip service to the Equality Act.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      And real equality requires that there is research, there is an in depth understanding, and that there is a proper, uh, grass root attempts to [00:04:30] understand the people that are gonna dealing with. And that just doesn't happen in this debate. All of government, every political party.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      Are in the pockets of the NGOs. Of the paid campaigning lobby groups. And it is us in this room that the one ... On the uh ... The grass roots, are on the ground, but we're having to politically campaign in the old fashioned way by turning up to meetings, saying things like, 'no, that will not happen'. We are the ones [00:05:00] who must make the politicians listen. So well done for turning up tonight.
                    Just over my own self, and I know that Leanne has been mentioned. But hopefully the debacle with the hotel has now ... We had somebody called Lou Thomas referred, who has tweeted that we are bigoted and intolerant group.

Audience:           Mm-hmm (affirmative).

Ruth Serwotka:      Now that just is unacceptable.

Audience:           [00:05:30] Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      And I'd hoped that [crosstalk 00:05:33]
                    When we have finished this meeting, and I think erm, maybe I need to discussion on the radio with Lou tomorrow. So we can have that discussion again.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      That's was on This Morning if you want to switch on. In case you're at work.
                    That we have got to go about, um ... Bear in mind the banner that we have resurrected from the 1800s. That political parties will work for women or [00:06:00] they will not work at all.
                    [inaudible 00:06:02]

Audience:           Yeah, yeah!

Ruth Serwotka:      So what had made people so heated? Because, you know, have a joke about Women's Place UK. We, we were, I don't know ... When we sat down and thought up some ideas about what our demands are. Um, we were clearly careful about how we crafted those demands. Um, but, you know, it's absolutely got [00:06:30] everybody completely in a frenzy.

Audience:           (laughing)

Ruth Serwotka:      I think this is, like, we could have, erm, created some sort of uh horrific, extreme, alt right organisation. And nothing could be further from the truth. All of those common sense, erm, in the sense of people who found it are trade unionists. Were socialists, many of us. Erm, but we are obviously very much staunch feminists as well.
                    And, uh, what we wanted to do is say that we are Women's [00:07:00] Place UK, but everywhere we go, every meeting that we have, all the women who turn up. We want you to go back round your own kitchen tables and say that you lot are also Women's Place UK. You are all Women's Place UK. We are a movement and we are on the ground and we want to make that movement a real thing.
                    And so our five demands which are so absolutely horrendous are the most ... Really, they're very polite.

Audience:           (laughing)

Ruth Serwotka:      [inaudible 00:07:26] But you know, even being polite, [00:07:30] do you ... There is no way to express this stuff. Uh, without getting abuse. You will get abuse but, if we still have to go through this. And the women's social political organisation throughout history has involved women having to go through this abuse. And there's nothing new. 100 years after the Suffragettes, we're not special. We have to do it again and we have to show our daughters how to do this.

Audience:           Yeah.
                    Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      Because liberal feminism is letting them down [00:08:00] big style.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      Our first demand is that we want a respectful debate. We want to have this discussion and we will have it. And we will have it, and even if there's a fire storm around us we will have this discussion. And I think, you know, I don't see the hashtag nodebate any more. And so ... I think we won that one.
                    Secondly, we have said that women's rights must be defended.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      What's so damn terrible about that? And anybody who finds that difficult should really explain themselves to us. Why is it difficult to say yes, [00:08:30] women's rights must be defended. Why is it difficult to explain why you want to change the Equality Act? Why do you want to remove women's rights from the Equality Act? You have to explain to us. It's not the other way around. We [00:09:00] fought for these rights.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      The reason that women have fought for rights is because women still face discrimination.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      We still experience male violence. We still experience sexism. And we are still massively, not just a little bit, but massively under represented in politics. [00:09:30] None of these battles have been won. The Suffragettes may have fought for the vote 100 years ago, but goodness me, we have not got anything like equal political representation with men. In fact, we are going backwards. We're going backwards in many ways, and I'll talk about that in a moment.
                    So we won't walk away from these rights. And we want a new generation to understand what feminism is and what the Women's Liberation Movement actually was. And we would like to see a new Women's Liberation [00:10:00] Movement. 
                    And that does not mean that we're not against all discrimination. We're against all discrimination. All harassment and all hate. And I want every human being to have a happy and fulfilling life. And there I, I am not transphobic and I do support trans rights. But I do not support the rights of people to take my rights away from me. And that is what it's actually ...
                    Our second demand is that [00:10:30] women's only space, um, should be retained. And not only retained but strengthened. So, uh, we want to see the exemptions which ... I know this is legal jargon, but there are exemptions in the Equality Act that allow women's only spaces. And these are put there for a good reason. These are put there because women experience rape. Uh, these are put there because women experience domestic violence. These are put there because women are under represented [00:11:00] in certain professions. Uh, they allow the law to say, yes you can discriminate in favour of women in certain ways to allow them access to things like shelters where men are excluded.
                    Now that is, uh, is just the foundation of women's liberation. That those spaces should exist. And yet now we find them under ... And absolutely for the attack. And where even the law allows these things to happen, you find women's [00:11:30] organisations literally count into not actually utilising the exemptions as being a chilling effect from this debate upon women's organisations. Um, so that they have to believe that they are inclusive. They are losing funding if they don't say they're inclusive. They, you know, the word inclusive. Inclusive of men's rights, basically. It's what women's organisations have to be.
                    And so, erm, we are seeing the falling away of the exemptions. They're under utilised. SO what [00:12:00] we're hoping is, through this debate you get that discussion going again. We're saying we want the exemptions. We want them retained. Not only do we want them retained, we want them strengthened. And we want them used, and we want ...We deserve to say...
                    As individuals, potentially, to be able to assert them. Uh, so that ... Which would be a change in the law, uh, something that we would fight for.
                    Erm, and our third, uh, [00:12:30] demand is that we review how the exemptions in law are applied. And I've talked a little bit about that.
                    Fourth, we want to ... The government, incredibly ... This is so radical.

Audience:           (laughing)

Ruth Serwotka:      We want the government to consult women on any changes.

Audience:           (laughing)

Ruth Serwotka:      You know, isn't that just shocking? That we want women to be able to say what they think about changes to the law on sex discrimination. On sex and gender. Women have an opinion, get over [00:13:00] it. Thank you.
                    So ... It's been a hapless ... It's been, uh, watching, uh, you know, Maria Miller kind of stumble into this thing. Uh, led there by the NGOs. Uh, think that she's kind of got a bit of a radical agenda going on. Refusing to consider any other, uh, detail. Uh, about what the impact might be. And, you know, that is someone who is incredibly prudish, because none of things will [00:13:30] actually affect her life.
                    Erm, but having put forward proposal, uh, of the Tories, I think, have understood just what they've kind of got into. And I don't think they have a lot of stone to go through with this. So, our view is that it's probably the Labour Party that are yet to concentrate on in term of, erm, trying to change the direction of travel and consider what they're doing. And I'll talk a little bit more about that in a moment, about [00:14:00] what is being discussed, uh, with some people inside the Labour Party. 
                    But ... But that is our demand, that we want consultation.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      And for that to be controversial, actually, does it raise some fundamental questions about who you think women are not allowed an opinion on something like sex and gender.
                    And the final, erm, demand. Which is, uh, again, related to consultation. Is we want to understand, [00:14:30] and have a discussion about how data gathering will be done if these proposals go through.
                    Uh, as I said, you know, I'm a trade unionist. I'm very, erm, exercised by things like equal pay because women, even 50 years after the Equal Pay Act, have not had equal pay. In fact, the Equal Pay Act's widening. It's very, erm, you know, a major story in the uh, the news at the moment. Uh, equal pay is a big issue. But if you [00:15:00] cannot count female and male, you cannot measure the equal pay gap.
                    Uh, so immediately, fundamental issues about women's inequality will become lost if data is not gathered on the basis of sex. And I would like somebody to answer my question about this. Uh, in government. Who would be able to reassure us. And of course, they can't. Uh, And I ... Just before I came out, I just decided to Google the highest earning women [00:15:30] in the world. And you can go away and do this yourself, is somebody called Martine Rothflat.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      Now Martine, amazingly, is a trans women.

Audience:           (laughing)

Ruth Serwotka:      So if you imagine what is going to happen to these statistics about women's inequality. Because some men identify as women. They are going to make those of us who have wombs irrelevant in these sort of discussions. And those of us who have wombs [00:16:00] will become almost, uh, another class, a different group of people in time.
                    So these are the discussion that we need to have. And I think they're all entirely reasonable. Just to reassure you when you leave the meeting, because there is such a rigmarole around who we are and what we say. You know, they are really over reaching themselves about, you know, what kind of hateful group we are. But [00:16:30] it actually becomes literally ridiculous.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      That ... But nevertheless, I- it's .. It's horrible being labelled that fire stopper. As I said before, women have had to do this stuff. This is what feminism is. This is what the hard work of fighting for women's equality is about. It's not about being nice to some blokes who want to join us. 

Audience:           (laughing)

Ruth Serwotka:      It absolutely is not. Uh, this is, uh, what the hard work of being feminism is about. It is actually, to some extent, [00:17:00] about being unpopular for a while.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      Until you win the argument.
                    So, erm, we need to build, uh, a movement. We need to make sure that we are a powerful voice in British politics. Uh, across all nations and, uh, across all parties. And that's what we're aiming to do. 
                    And I do think we need to reflect on how we got here. And we literally had to ... To how we're in this room.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      How are we here? What we [00:17:30] have ... Booked a hotel, because we know we're a perfectly respectable campaigning organisation, but we've had to end up here. Erm, and we have to thing about, uh, what's happening. There is a backlash against women. It's vicious and it's incredibly powerful. It's silencing us. And that's a very serious place to be in. 
                    Erm, we ... Tonight my, uh ... I was, you know, the drama was unfolding as I was driving here. [00:18:00] I had my son in my car with me. And, uh, he said don't get insulted going to that meeting, mum. Erm, now, you know, that sounds like ... Uh, kind of something exaggerated but actually I'm not. Because today, uh, there is a court case brewing in London where a women going to meeting has been assaulted. And Women's Place UK has put on, uh, on our own, uh, Twitter feed, the video of the, uh, assault and verbal attack on a trade unionist. On [00:18:30] our own picket line.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      So these ... This intimidation is real. My son not is being ... It's not exaggerated. The fear is real. Uh, and all of us, even though we might feel that fear, every single one of us has to be as brave as we can be. Uh, in the circumstances that ... individual circumstances that we face to fight that backlash, um, against women. Because if we don't, the consequences are terrible.
                    Um, and a recent report. I think [00:19:00] we should all be aware about the lives of women. Because this isn't coming at the time when women's lives are getting better.

Audience:           No.

Ruth Serwotka:      This is actually coming at a time when things are getting, are getting worse. So a report has said that women and children are suffering increasing levels of poverty. Out of proportion to men. So as- austerity affects everybody, but it particularly af- affects women. 
                    Now where is our movement? You know, I'm talking as a trade unionist. In making that clear and being upfront [00:19:30] about women being part of the fight for social justice. Uh, and that women must absolutely not suffer those, uh, detrimental effects. 
                    Erm, life expectancy of women in lower social classes has gone into decline. Now that is absolutely incredible at ... For generations, people have expected longer life expectancy, but women who are poor now can expect to live less long than, than other. [00:20:00] And that is appalling.
                    Erm, and one in five women who are pregnant, one in five, will lose their job. Now you don't want that ... You know, that is sex based discrimination. Not affecting just a tiny minority, That is affecting 20% of women who get pregnant. Now nobody else can get pregnant. Only women can get pregnant. [00:20:30] And some, you know ... The law, the Equality Act, the sex based, erm, understanding of discrimination is absolutely central to understanding how we protect women's rights. And protect women in the workplace.
                    Uh, it's not some abstract notion. Erm, promoting just women first. And we do not, as I said before, have anywhere near 50 / 50 representation of governing parliament of political rights. So we have, you know, a massive campaign [00:21:00] running at the moment of, erm, having more trans women in parliament and trans women accessing women's schemes to be ... Or on women's shortlists in the Labour Party. Or trans women accessing Jo Cox' leadership programme in order that they can become part of the leadership. Well that's fine, but we do not have 50 / 50 representation so how about some [00:21:30] male stepping down.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      And allowing ...
                    Erm, erm, just in the terms of the Jeanette Jeral discussion about the state of women's lives. I mean, we ... It would be remiss. Even though isn't what this meeting is about. It would be remiss not to mention the levels of sexual objectification that young women face. And the extreme, uh, images that are online of pornography.
                    Now, pornography is rampant, erm. [00:22:00] And, uh, you know, my understanding is that it's accessed by thousands of clicks per second. Uh, and absolutely culturally, and I ... You know, in every way affect women and evades all our culture.
                    And you know, we have people who claim to be social justice campaigners, men, who've got big social media platforms who say that they ... It's okay if men access porn at work. [00:22:30] I mean, we have ... We are in a place where in the 60s and 70s, our mothers would, you know. Would be horrified for what, erm, is the current situation. 
                    Erm, and so it's really important, I think, that is show on the record that we ... We look at what the demand of transgender activists is really about. Erm, and how they have got an alliance with what I would say are a local men's rights activist. [00:23:00] And that those demands basically amount to women, uh, should not, uh, say that they want to set boundaries. That those boundaries are unimportant and they're not something that should be, uh, adhered to or considering important in politics.
                    Now, as a feminist, what I wanna say is that the one word that we all know is incredibly important to us is [00:23:30] no.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      And we are gonna have to say no. And we're gonna have to say we mean no. This is not something that you're gonna take away from us. As individual women, we have the right to say no. And as a group, collectively of women. As a social class, we have the right to say no. And we have to find our voice and say no together. Uh, we have the right to set boundaries. And those boundaries have got to be respected. [00:24:00] And if you don't respect our boundaries then expect to be mowed down by us women.

Audience:           Yeah.

Ruth Serwotka:      We are building a women's movement and we are gonna be strong. And you are gonna have to listen to us. So what I want to say tonight is go away and build a new women's movement. And build it on a revolutionary notion. One that our mothers would never have expected us to have to say. But build it on a revolutionary notion. That being a women means something. It means something and not, [00:24:30] nobody can take it away from us. And it means good things and bad things, but we will fight for the meaning of the word female.
                    Okay, thank you.